Abstract-Although various studies have been conducted to examine gender difference regarding different aspects of language learning, the results reveal inconsistencies. This study examined the difference between the performances of male and female EFL learners on three task-based activities. A random sample of 120 participants in an Iranian English school (in Mashhad) was drawn from the pre-intermediate level (60 male and 60 female). Students' performances of three task types were evaluated using a validated rating checklist with a reliability of 0.87. The results proved that there was no significant difference between the task-based performances of male and female students suggesting that the gender imposes no difference on EFL learners' performances of task-based activities.
Language and literacy are sources of the problem when it comes to underachievement [3] & [4] . This occurs because being proficient in language is interlinked with the progress and achievement in schooling [5] . Swann asserts that knowing the extent to which gender can influence L2 learning and teaching may help teachers teach L2 more effectively. Also, gender differences have implications for L2 learning, teaching, and assessment [6] . Furthermore, Celce-Murcia [7] states that male-female interactional differences originate from sociocultural and gender-based bases i.e. stereotyping are more cultural rather than being biological'. Some researchers believe that male and female brains exhibit certain structural differences biologically and that these differences may correlate with differences in cognition and SLA; however, there is little empirical evidence [7] . After conducting some studies on gender differences and second language acquisition, as well as gender differences and equal opportunities in the ESL classroom, Shehadeh [1] concludes that men and women seem to play different roles in conversation considering the negotiation of meaning, dominance, interpersonal relations, amount of talk, leading the conversation, and opportunities for comprehensible input and output. Nonetheless, he does not clarify whether the source of these apparent differences are innate or sociocultural. Besides, no clear extent is framed to determine how much these differences influence the classroom situations, progress, and final achievement in the L2 [1] & [8] . Murphy [5] says that achievement at school is noticeably outlined along gender lines but in favor of girls i.e. girls outperform boys in almost all school subjects arguing that this phenomenon is prevalent and unfailing across variety of research work. Similarly, Hall and Coles [4] insist that boys perform obviously less well than girls in all kinds of schools according to existing statistical information. The tremendous debate implies that underachievement of boys in school is an epidemic and has reached a crisis point [4] . Likewise, Francis [9] underlines that girls of all social classes and a majority of ethnic groups outdo the achievement of boys at language and literacy [9] . Internationally, participation and achievement in foreign languages in schools appears to be mainly the domain of girls based on substantial reported international data [10] , [11] , and [12] . Barton [13] suggests that foreign languages are the subjects in which the difference between the performance of girls and boys is at its utmost. Nevertheless, Murphy [5] affirms that there is little critical discussion of gender in the foreign-language learning background and that the gender issue regarding the boys' participation and achievement is inadequately documented. Also, little attention has been paid to foreign-language learning in language learning curriculum document [5] . Based on the assertion of Carr and Pauwels, boys are not expected to be good at languages [12] . This study was actually conducted to address this issue determining whether or not girls outperform boys in their task based performances in Iranian Private English Institutes and to raise awareness of the issue of boys and foreign language learning in an EFL context like Iran.
II.
GENDER AND L2: NATURE OR NURTURE?
Nature and nurture are the two positions which actually categorize the attempts to understand/explain the effect of gender on L2 learning. The nature position focuses on innate brain differences between boys and girls concluding that males and females would have different language learning abilities [14] . Barton [13] argues that by learning a language, the linguistic information is directly processed in the language processing part of the female brain; in contrast, this occurs in men's sensory machinery contributing to more ineffective language processing since sizeable work is need to untangle those linguistic data [13] . Moreover, it is pronounced that females are able to possess other innate characteristics such as enhanced aural, oral and memory skills, better social and collaborative learning styles as well as intrinsic motivation. They also obtain more concentration required for L2 learning success [13] .
Contrary to this, nurture position clings to a socio-cultural perspective arguing that gender is socially constructed masculinity and femininity and that both male and female actually have similar performances. Accordingly, oracy skills, personal expression, disclosure, introspection, exploration and literate practices have little to do with stable superior versions of masculinity in society [12] . Moreover, in nurture position, it is proclaimed that language classrooms entail ways of working and learning i.e. ways that run counter to the maleness framing out-of-school experiences of male students [15] & [4] . Males experience special pressure to be accepted and try to perform superior versions of masculinity resulting in avoiding 'peerdisdained activities' [16] . Carr and Pauwels [12] accentuate L2 is one of those peer-disdained activities evaded by males which lead to low achievement internationally. Nonetheless, it needs to be highlighted that not always the males' underachievement in language classes and assessments should be attributed to either the nature or nurture position as this phenomenon will include some elements of both position [5] and that this difference in foreign-language learning can be rationalized using either or both of the positions. Moreover, boys generally do not like in-school language activities. This is why females outperform them at all levels reported internationally [17] & [18] , [5] .
III. LANGUAGE LEARNING IN IRAN: ISSUES OF GENDER DIFFERENCE
Islamic Republic of Iran is believed to be an EFL context where the exposure to English language is limited, but English is principally the first foreign language being widely used for the foreign trade, international conferences, air traffic, international airports and sea navigation. Teaching English as a foreign language in educational system begins formally from junior high schools when the students are 12 years old. This trend continues until the end year of high school which totally takes a period of 6 years. No English teaching occurs in national elementary schools of Iran [19] . In Iran's current educational context, English is predominantly considered to be the first foreign language. In such a context, Teachers use a combination of grammar-translation method (GTM) and audio-lingual method in most schools [20] . Students' aural and oral skills are not emphasized in Iranian prescribed EFL textbooks, neither are they tested in the final exams of the school, so teachers put much less emphasis on oral drills, pronunciation, listening and speaking abilities [21] . In Iranian schools, the main concern is to make students pass English tests and exams and the teachers skip the oral drills in the prescribed book. As a result, teachers in Iran only implement the prescribed initiatives and schemes [22] . In this context, many individuals who aspire to obtain speaking abilities in English as well as writing, reading and listening skills would join Private English Language Institutes which bear the main responsibility of coaching individuals to acquire the English language for communication purposes more efficiently [20] . Dahmardeh [23] asserts that in private English Language Institutes, English receives striking attention. Of course, through advancements in technology and the more frequent use of the Internet, satellite, and rapid growth of private language institutes in Iran, the opportunities for English language learning have greatly improved [24] & [25] .
In Private English Sections Task Based Language Teaching (TBLT) is employed because it has much better results regarding the students' overall competency and proficiency in English [20] . In this sense, it seems that there will be an interference of old improper habits of the learners inherited from the governmental schools. This can affect their task based performance in addition to the gender issue highlighted previously [20] . In EFL environments like Iran, the ideas of teaching through tasks and teaching the students how to learn and control learning seem a hard and tough activity [20] . One of the areas of bias study that have been particularly dynamic in recent years is scoring differences that correlate with gender [26] . The research in Iran has also focused on gender differences in respect to many aspects of language learning. The studies focusing on gendering and the achievement mostly yielded that no significant relation was observed between the gender and the overall achievement. Yazdanpanah and colleagues [27] studied the relationship between locus of control (LOC) orientation and academic achievement. They reported no difference between male and female participants in LOC orientation no significant difference in the relationship between LOC and achievement due to gender. Naderi et al. [28] examined the relationship between academic achievement and IQ scores and gender and found no significant relation. Similarly, Naderi [29] found that no significant difference exists between CGPA and gender. At the same time in the present study there was no significant difference between gender and academic achievement. Moreover, Khomeijani Farahani and Khaghani Nejad [30] reported that gender was not a determining factor in speaking development under task-based approach but difference in language proficiency levels was an influential factor in speaking development. Yet, in a different study in 2009, Naderi and his colleagues [31] tried to examine self-esteem, gender and academic achievement and found that self-esteem indicates a strong significant relationship on academic achievement when gender is controlled and that there is no relationship between self esteem and academic achievement. Similarly, Naderi [32] and his associates, however, found that there existed gender differences regarding specific aspects of creativity, in relation to academic achievement. Dissimilar aspects of creativity and academic achievement were found to be significant for males and females. Fouladchang [33] and his associates also reported that there is an effect of gender and grade level differences on undergraduates` goal orientations. They reported that males have a greater performance-approach goal orientation than females. Also, last graders reported higher scores on mastery goal orientation than first graders. But there was no significant interaction effect of gender and grade level. Salili [34] in Iran reported that femininity scores correlated with social desirability scores, and women who scored higher on masculinity also had higher risk taking scores. Socioeconomic background besides sex differences affected vocational aspiration in their study.
Although the relationship between language and gender has turned out to an essential line of research in various disciplines which have compared the language spoken to and produced by men vs. women, the yielded results demonstrate contradictions and inconsistencies and a need to run other studies for better understanding the issue seems necessary. This research tried to determine whether male and female students perform differently over different task based activities in Iranian Private English Institutes where task based teaching was dominant. It also seeks to raise awareness of the issue of gender and foreign language learning in Iran.
IV.
TASK BASED LANGUAGE TEACHING Prabhu [35] primarily originated the task-based teaching and learning, based on the concept that effective learning occurs when students are fully engaged in a language task, rather than just learning about language. TBLT is an approach which focuses on the use of tasks as the nucleus unit of planning and instruction in language teaching. Some advocates believe that it is a logical development of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) [35] , [36] , and [37] . A task based approach provides learners with a natural context for language use which ultimately provides better opportunities for language learning to take place" [38] . As learners work to complete a task, they have abundant opportunity to interact. Such interaction facilitates language acquisition as learners try to understand each other and express their own meaning. By interacting, they get to listen to language which may be beyond their present ability, but which may be assimilated into their knowledge of the target language for use at a later time [39] and [40] .
V. TASK TYPES
The tasks examined in this study were employed firstly by Prabhu [35] and are also proposed by Rod Ellis [41] for teaching speaking. Based on cognitive activity, these tasks can be classified into three main categories namely informationgap tasks, opinion-gap tasks and reasoning-gap tasks. An information-gap activity involves a transfer of given information from one person to another generally calling for the decoding or encoding of information from or into the language [35] . In other words, in an information-gap task a participant holds the information that the other participants do not have and that information needs to be exchanged for completing the task [20] .
A Reasoning-gap activity is deriving some new information from given information through process of inference, practical reasoning, or a perception of relationships or patterns [35] . Prabhu [35] distinguishes reasoning-gap form information-gap and opinion-gap tasks because reasoning-gap tasks need a more sophisticated linguistic knowledge. Finally, Opinion-gap activities involve identifying and articulating a personal preference, feeling, or attitude in response to a given situation [35] . Participants exchange opinions on some controversial issues through opinion-gap activities and can have different standpoints [20] .
VI. TASK DEFINITION
As asserted by Leaver and Willis [42] , the term task can mean different things to different people. Most of the proposed definitions include accomplishing an objective. Based on most definitions, tasks are meaning focused. A task is an activity which requires learners to arrive to an outcome from given information through some processes of thought [35] . Based on the definition proposed by Nunan [43] and [44] , a task is a piece of classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is principally focused on meaning rather than form. Widdowson [45] proposed that the tasks must be chosen so carefully that the learners can engage with them as purposeful problem solving activities. Task is a goal-oriented activity with real outcome [46] in which the target language is used by the learners for a communicative purpose for achieving an outcome [46] . Moreover, Skehan [47] claims that task is an activity in which meaning plays a pivotal role. VII.
RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

1.
To determine gender difference in the performances of information-gap activities.
2. To determine gender difference in the performances of reasoning-gap activities.
3. To determine gender difference in the performances of opinion-gap activities.
VIII.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1.
Is there any significant difference between male and female learners' performances on information-gap activities?
2. Is there any significant difference between male and female learners' performances on reasoning-gap activities?
3. Is there any significant difference between male and female learners' performances on opinion-gap activities?
IX. HYPOTHESES
There is no significant difference between male and female learners' performances on information-gap activities.
2. There is no significant difference between male and female learners' performances on reasoning-gap activities.
3. There is no significant difference between male and female learners' performances on opinion-gap activities.
X. METHODOLOGY
I. Participants
A total number of 120 subjects (consisted of 60 male and 60 female learners) were randomly chosen from the preintermediate level of a private English School in Mashhad, Iran. The subjects ranged in age from 17 to 19 and all had the same English background knowledge. At this level, they could express themselves more meaningfully and take part in conversations interactively and have an active role in information exchange.
II. Materials and Questionnaires
CALOP: Checklist of Assessing Learners' Oral
Proficiency was used to assess each subject's performance of three task types during class setting within 6 weeks. The following criteria were included: task fulfillment, fluency & comprehensibility, grammatical accuracy, appropriateness, and vocabulary selection. Each criterion had a score range from 1 to 4, and a total score of 20 was given to the students. To establish the validity, the checklist was referred to panels of experts. Through a pilot study, this checklist was used to measure its internal consistency with Chronbach's alpha and item total correlations. The components had an overall internal consistency of 0.87 [20] .
III. Data Collection Procedure
A pilot study was firstly conducted to determine CALOP's reliability and to determine sample size. Then, 120 male and female students who had been randomly chosen were observed within six weeks. The researcher evaluated male and female students' performances of three task-based activities using CALOP through different sessions. A score between 1 and 20 was given to each student for each activity. Finally, all the data were transferred to SPSS software, Version 16.0 for data analysis and hypotheses testing.
XII. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
After the data was transferred to SPSS, some demographic data were obtained which are displayed in Table 1: As it can be seen for male students, the mean of their performance on information gap activity is 16.67 with a standard deviation of 1.53. The mean for reasoning gap is 16.20 and the standard deviation is 1.46. Finally, the male students' performance mean and standard deviation for opinion gap activities were 13.98 and 2.03 respectively. For female students, the mean of the performance of information gap activity is 16.18 with a standard deviation of 1.68. They also obtained a mean of 16.46 and the standard deviation is 1. 56 for reasoning gap tasks. Their performance mean and standard deviation for opinion gap activities are 14.46 and 1.98 respectively.
Hypothesis 1: There is no significant difference between male and female learners' performances on information-gap activities.
In order to test this hypothesis, an independent sample ttest (table 2) was performed because there were two independent groups namely males and females and the data were normally distributed. Table 2 shows the t-test results for the first null hypothesis. To be statistically significantly different at the .05 level, the t value would need to be greater than 2.00. The Levene statistic tests the hypothesis of equality of variance of the dependent variable grades. A low significance value (typically less than .05) would indicate significant variance between the groups. Thus, a significance value of .40 indicates a lack of significant variance between the grades of this group. This indicates that there is no statistical difference in the performance difference of information gap Scores between males and females. The final result for the t test was t (118) = 1.65 with a p-value of .10 and it failed to reject H 0 (the t value was not greater than 2.00). Therefore, with a 95% confidence level, Null Hypothesis 1 is accepted.
Hypothesis 2:
There is no significant difference between male and female learners' performances on reasoning-gap activities.
Because the first assumption of a t-test is distribution normality of the data, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test was conducted which revealed that the data were distributed normally. Hence, an independent t-test was executed to determine if difference exists between the performances of male and female students on reasoning gap activities. Based on the findings of the t-test shown in table 3, there is no statistically significant difference on the scores obtained from the reasoning gap activities of EFL males and females since the probability of error is >.05 (t-value = -.918, p = 0.36) and it failed to reject H 0 (the t value was not greater than 2.00). Therefore, with a 95% confidence level, Null Hypothesis 2 was accepted.
Hypothesis 3:
There is no significant difference between male and female learners' performances on Opiniongap activities.
Similarly, the data were normally distributed for two male and female learners' performances on Opinion-gap activities; thus, another independent sample t-test (table 4) was also conducted. The results indicated that there was no statistical difference in the performance of Opinion-Gap activities between male and female groups because the final result for the t test was t (118) = -1.29 with a p-value of 0.19 (the t value was not greater than 2.00). Therefore, with a 95% confidence level, Null Hypothesis 3 was accepted.
XIII. CONCLUSIONS
This research was an attempt to open an avenue into the mind of English teachers and direct them to the realities in task based classes. Although limitations exist, the findings can be helpful and shed light on the issue of gender differences. The following conclusions are established:
1.
Considering three task types, it is confirmed that performing task types is not influenced by gender. 2. Considering information-gaps, this research concluded that both male and female learners were verbally able to transfer the required information. 3. Considering reasoning-gaps, both groups resembled in negotiating the gap in their thoughts and inferring based on the required instructions.
4.
No difference was statistically observed in the performance of males and females over the opinion gap activities.
5.
There exists a pedagogic complexity with opinion-gap activity because it is naturally open-ended in outcomes [35] . Then, such task types are recommended for advanced level learners because the value of open-ended activity can be better realized in developing linguistic capacity. Both groups in this research attained lower scores on opinion-gaps and confirmed Prabhu's notion of suitability of such a task for advanced learners. However, the gender seems to have no impact.
XIV. IMPLICATIONS
1.
Since TBLT is increasingly applied in Iran, knowing that there is no difference between male and female students' performance in TBLT classes, might help teachers find the solution in other sources apart from gender in case of any problems regarding the learners' performance. 2. This research tries to heighten L2 teachers' and researchers' sensitivity to possible ways in which the gender of learners might influence their L2 access and their linguistic performance of classroom tasks. 3. It seems that boys and girls are not homogenous populations who uniformly achieve or fail. Not all girls are achieving and not all boys are underachieving and the debate needs to be cognizant of this. 4. Conclusions reported by this research still remain preliminary which need to be confirmed, altered, or even discarded through further empirical investigations because only a limited amount of serious research has traced the origin(s) of gender difference (biological/innate, psychological, or sociocultural) and its effect on L2 learning. 5. Nevertheless, the main pedagogical conclusion is that the ESL/EFL teacher in TBLT classroom should be confident that maleness and femaleness are not determinants in the performances of their students.
XV.
